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Education

The Case for CPE
What Are Clients’ Attitudes?
By Patsy L. Lee and James Sorensen
Editor: Tonya K. Flesher, The University of Mississippi,
University, Mississippi 38677

The discussion of mandatory con
tinuing professional education
(CPE) for certified public account
ants has continued for several years
with increasing intensity as various
states review or consider applicable
laws. While recent studies about
mandatory CPE have been under
taken to ascertain practitioners’
views (Flesher and French, 1987)
and state societies’ opinions (Nix
and Nix, 1987), no definitive study
has been conducted to determine
the opinions of the users of CPAs’
services. While supporters of man
datory CPE might believe that CPE
promotes professional competence
and/or public confidence, there is
no systematic evidence on thetopic.
This lack of evidence, coupled with
regulatory costs and pressures to
reduce regulatory activities, makes
mandatory CPE subject to repeal in
states where it is currently required
by law or removal from legislative
consideration in states without man
datory CPE laws.
The research summarized in this
paper was conducted on behalf of
the Colorado Society of Certified
Public Accountants. While CPE is
currently mandatory in Colorado,
the continuance of the law has been
threatened by recent legislative com
mittee activity. The object of the
research was to survey users of CPA
services to ascertain their opinions
regarding CPE. Meeting the research
objective required formulation of the
survey, identification of the popula
tion, selection of the participants

and analysis of the responses.

Formulation of Survey
The survey contents were deter
mined as a result of discussions with
the Executive Director of the Colo
rado Society of Certified Public Ac
countants. It was concluded that the
research could be achieved with a
few carefully phrased questions us
ing a postcard format. While the
postcard format limited the number
of possible questions, it was believed
that response rates to a shorter sur
vey were likely to exceed those of a
longer one. In addition to the key
questions related to the purpose of
the survey, demographic questions
were included to ascertain charac
teristics of respondents. Each sur
vey was mailed with a cover letter
which detailed thecurrent Colorado
Law on CPE for accountants. This
information was included so each
respondent would have basic knowl
edge about the existing law.

Identification of Population
and Participants
While identifying the population
was straight-forward, selecting the
participants was more difficult. From
the outset, it was known that the
population would be the users of
CPA services. The difficulty came in
trying to access these users. Poten
tially, any business or individual in
the state of Colorado might be iden
tified as a user of CPA services. Yet
mailing a survey to everyone in the

state was impractical and uneco
nomical. Surveying a sample of the
population seemed logical, and the
most direct way to access the users
of CPA services seemed to be
through practicing CPAs.
The sampling plan used began
with a random selection of practi
tioners from the membership rolls of
the Colorado Society of CPAs. Each
selected practitioner was sent a sur
vey packet consisting of ten ques
tionnaires with cover letters and in
formation about the survey. The
practitioners were asked to select a
cross section of their clients and to
forward the questionnaires to them.
By filtering the questionnaires
through practitioners, confidential
ity of the responses was assured;
since the practitioners addressed
and mailed the questionnaires them
selves, they did not have to share
their client lists with the researchers.
A negative aspect of this method
of sampling was the potential for
bias: practitioners might select
clients known to hold specific beliefs
about CPE. This potential was
deemed insignificant compared to
the positive aspects of the sampling
plan.
If practitioners receiving survey
packets did not wish to have their
clients participate, they were asked
to return the questionnaires to the
Colorado Society. Of the 99 practi
tioners selected, six returned the
survey packets. Of the 930 ques
tionnaires sent (93 practitionersfor
warding ten questionnaires each),
348 usable responses were received,
resulting in a 37.4% response rate.

Analysis of Responses
The responses were subjected to
a series of statistical tests. These
tests calculated basic statistics on
each question and allowed evalua
tion of the validity of the survey
instrument. The most significant as
pects of the results are discussed
below.
Research Questions. The primary
research question asked if the respon
dentsagreed that mandatory CPE is
in their best interest as clients.
Seventy-seven percent agreed (57%
strongly), 13% were neutral, and
only 10% disagreed (5% strongly).
This seven-to-one ratio can be seen
as strongly supportive of CPE.
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A follow-up question inquired how
the respondent would answer the
CPE question if the costs of such a
mandatory program were passed on
to clients; 56% still agreed (37%
strongly) that CPE was in their best
interest, 19% were neutral, and 25%
disagreed (16% strongly).
Another key question asked if the
respondents’ level of confidence in
the services performed by their CPA
would change if mandatory CPE
were repealed as a state law.
Twenty-five percent of the clients
surveyed answered that they would
have less confidence in the services
performed by their CPA. Another
32% said they would have the same
level of confidence for a few years,
then would have less confidence.
Only 43% of the respondents indi
cated that they would have the same
level of confidence indefinitely.
The last key question requested
that the respondents indicate what
they would do if their legislator asked
their opinion about CPE. Seventyfour percent answered that they
would encourage support of the cur
rent law, 14% would encourage re
peal, and 12% said they would do
neither.
It can be concluded that the re
sponses to these questions are in
dividually and collectively strongly
supportive of the current CPE law in
Colorado.
Demographic Profile. The partici
pants were asked a series of demo
graphic questions in addition to the
research questions. The first4 ques
tion asked the respondents about
their use of seven professional ac
counting services. Tables present
the answers in two ways: number of
services the respondents used
(Table 1) and percentage of use of
each of the seven services (Table2).

Table 1
Number of Services Used
One Service Only ............... 11%
Two Services .................... 22%
Three Services .................. 28%
Four Services ................... 22%
Five Services ...................... 10%
Six Services ......................... 5%
Seven Services .................... 2%
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Thetown sizes of the primary busi
ness of the respondents were re
ported as less than 25,000, 30%;
25,000-100,000, 19%; and over 100,000, 51%.
The last demographic question
related to average annual fees for
CPA services. Eighteen percent of
the clients responding reported fees
of less than $1,000, 50% reported
fees of $1,000 to $10,000, and 32%
reported fees in excess of $10,000.
Analysis of Those in Favor and
Against CPE. To achieve another
view of the questionnaire results, a
series of tables were created through
a crosstabulation procedure. These
tables are the joint distributions of
groups of two of the survey vari
ables. The following is a discussion
of the results of this procedure.
“CPE in best interest” and “Costs
passed on to clients.” Of the 77%
respondents who believe CPE is in
their best interest, 73% believe CPE
is in their best interest even if costs
are passed along to the client. Of the
approximately 10% who believe CPE
is not in their best interest, most dis
agree with passing along the costs.
“CPE in best interest” and “Con
fidence if law repealed.” Of those
thinking CPEisin their best interest,
almost 70% believe their confidence
would be lowered if the CPE law
were repealed. Of those who dis
agree that CPE is in their best inter
est, over 80% believe their confi
dence would be maintained even if
the law were repealed. Those ex
pressing the latter view, however,
comprised only 10% of the entire
sample.

Table 2
Services Used by Clients

Audit Services
Bookkeeping
Financial Statement
Preparation
Information Systems
Review Services
Tax Return Preparation
and/or Tax Planning
Consulting
(other than above)

Service
Used
Yes No
52% 48%
25% 75%

47% 53%
15% 85%
28% 72%

92%

8%

64% 36%

“CPE in best interest” and “Legis
lator contact.” Of those supporting
CPE, about 94% would encourage
their legislator to continue CPE re
quirements. Of the 13% who would
encourage repeal, 60% feel CPE is
not beneficial to their interests.
“CPE in best interest” and “Num
ber of services.” In general, of those
in favor of CPE, 70% use up to five
services, but the same may be said
for those who oppose CPE. Specifi
cally, there is no association be
tween belief in best interest and the
number of services used.
“CPE in the best interest” and
“Type of practice unit.” Support for
CPE was distributed acrossall types
of practice units: solo practitioner,
local and national firms. Over80% of
users supporting CPE reported us
ing sole practitioners or local firms.
Of the 70 clients with national firms,
almost three-fourths agreed CPE
was in their best interest.
“CPE in best interest” and “Geog
raphy.” No significant relationships
were revealed between the interest
in CPE and either population of the
town or business or region within
the state.
“CPE in best interest” and “Aver
age annual fees.” No pattern was
observed between beliefs for or
against CPE and the client’s average
annual fee. Of those paying less
than $1,000 annually, 75% support
CPE. Of those paying between
$1,000 and $10,000, 80% support
CPE and of those paying over $10,000, 75% support CPE. Opposition
to CPE was spread across all levels
of fees.
“CPE in best interest” and “Writ
ten comments.” Those opposing
CPE were more likely to offer written
comments than those who sup
ported CPE. Of those opposing
CPE, 72% wrote comments, while
only 30% in favor of CPE wrote
comments. The comments were
equally split between negative, posi
tive and neutral tones. Further ex
amination of the comments received
is contained in the following sec
tion.
Written Comments.The question
naire provided space for written
comments. Of the 348 responses re
ceived, 125 included written com
ments. Analysis of the comments
allowed classification into six cate
gories. Thirty-six comments from

respondents were considered posi
tive toward CPE, twenty-five could
be classified as negative, and
twenty-nine as neutral. Of the re
maining 35 comments, 14 were re
lated to CPE costs being passed on
to clients; respondents expressed
the opinion that the costs are in fact
being passed on to clients of CPAs.
Eleven respondents addressed the
quality or quantity of hours required.
Seven indicated the hours should be
decreased, onethatthe hours should
be increased, and three said the
number of hours does not matter if
the topics are not meaningful. The
final group of ten gave comments
that were inconsistent with their
responses to the question of CPE
being in their best interest. Their
written comments were negative, but
nine of them had previously an
swered that they agreed (five strong
ly) that CPE is in their best interest.
(One respondentdid notanswerthe
question at all.)
Other Results. Further analysis
was conducted on the questionnaire
responses. The postmarks of the

responses were noted and a regional
categorization was made. A statisti
cal test was conducted comparing
the regions of respondents to the
regions of the CPAs selected to
receive survey packets, and the re
sults indicate almost identical pro
files. The test run was a chi-square
analysis and the results support the
general applicability of the sampling
results.

Conclusions
Based on the response rate and
the consistency of the support of
CPE as reflected by the responses to
the key research questions, users of
CPA services in Colorado believe
strongly in the importance of CPE.
The demographics of the respond
ents indicate that this support is not
tied with any one segment, but in
stead is widespread. Related statis
tical tests (chi-square tests on sur
vey responses) disclose the repre
sentative quality of the responses
received. All of the evidence ac
cumulated in this project leads the

researchers to conclude that, in
Colorado, those who use the ser
vices of CPAs believe CPE is in their
best interest and that legislation re
quiring mandatory CPE should be
retained, Ω
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